
General Care for Cows

Caring for cows requires a significant commitment to their physical, mental, and social well-

being. Cows are gentle, intelligent animals that need proper housing, nutrition, regular health 

care, and plenty of space to roam and graze. Whether you're raising cows for dairy, beef, or as 

pets, understanding their needs and providing proper care is essential to maintaining their 

health and productivity. This manual provides the basics for cow care, helping you ensure 

that your cows thrive.

1. Housing and Environment

Barn or Shelter:

Size and Space: Cows need ample space to move around. A standard barn or shelter 
should provide at least 80-100 square feet per cow. Larger breeds may need even more 
room.
Cleanliness: Keep the barn clean and dry to prevent infections. Use straw, sawdust, or 
other bedding material to absorb moisture and ensure the floor stays dry.
Ventilation: Ensure proper ventilation to maintain a healthy environment. Stale, humid 
air can lead to respiratory issues.
Safety: The barn should have secure fencing to prevent cows from escaping or getting 
injured. Make sure the shelter is free of hazards such as sharp objects or broken fences.

Pasture and Grazing:

Grazing Area: Cows need a pasture or open area for grazing. Aim for at least 1-2 acres of 
grazing space per cow, depending on the quality of the pasture.
Fencing: Use sturdy fencing like wire or wood to keep cows contained. The fence should 
be at least 4-5 feet tall to prevent cows from escaping.
Rotational Grazing: To maintain healthy pastures and prevent overgrazing, rotate cows 
between different grazing areas regularly. This allows grass to recover and helps prevent 
soil degradation.

2. Feeding and Nutrition

Basic Diet:

Forage: Cows are herbivores, and their primary source of nutrition should come from 
grass or hay. Pasture grazing is ideal, but when grass isn't available (such as in winter), hay 
becomes a necessary supplement.



Grain and Supplements: Depending on the cow's purpose (dairy or beef), some cows may 
need grain to maintain their weight or improve milk production. Supplementing with 
grains like corn, oats, or barley can provide additional energy.
Water: Cows require access to clean, fresh water at all times. A cow will drink between 
30-50 gallons of water per day, depending on their size, activity level, and diet.

Mineral and Salt Supplements:

Minerals: Cows need a balanced supply of minerals like calcium, phosphorus, and 
magnesium, which are vital for bone health, digestion, and overall well-being.
Salt: Provide access to a salt block or loose salt, as cows need sodium for proper 
hydration and metabolic function.

3. Health and Veterinary Care

Routine Checkups:

Veterinary Visits: Schedule regular veterinary visits to monitor your cows' overall health, 
vaccinations, and parasite control. At least once a year, cows should undergo a full health 
check.
Vaccinations: Cows need vaccinations for diseases such as rabies, bovine tuberculosis, 
and tetanus. Speak to your vet about the appropriate vaccination schedule for your herd.

Parasite Control:

Deworming: Cows can be affected by parasites like worms, so regular deworming is 
necessary. Work with your veterinarian to establish a deworming program.
External Parasites: Cows can also suffer from external parasites like flies, lice, and ticks. 
Use fly control methods (such as insecticidal sprays or fly traps) and check cows 
regularly for signs of infestations.

Hoof Care:

Hoof Trimming: Regular hoof care is important to prevent lameness and ensure proper 
movement. Depending on the cow’s living conditions and activity level, hooves should be 
trimmed every 6-12 months.
Inspection: Check hooves regularly for cracks, injuries, or infections. Clean the hooves 
regularly to prevent dirt buildup, which can cause problems like foot rot.

4. Milking (Dairy Cows)

Milking Schedule:

Twice Daily: Dairy cows need to be milked regularly, typically twice a day, at 
approximately the same time each day. Establish a consistent milking schedule for 
optimal milk production.
Equipment: Ensure milking equipment is clean and well-maintained to prevent 
contamination of milk. Use sanitized containers, and regularly clean the milking machines 
if using them.



Milk Production and Health:

Nutrition: Proper nutrition is crucial for maintaining high milk production. Ensure the 
cow’s diet includes plenty of high-quality forage, grains, and necessary supplements to 
meet the energy demands of lactation.
Mastitis Prevention: Mastitis is a common infection of the udder. To prevent it, practice 
proper hygiene, clean the udder before and after milking, and regularly check for signs of 
infection, such as swelling or redness.

5. Breeding and Reproduction

Breeding Process:

Breeding Cycle: Cows typically go into estrus (heat) every 21 days and remain in heat for 
about 18 hours. It’s important to keep track of their cycles if you plan to breed them.
Artificial Insemination: For many commercial breeders, artificial insemination (AI) is a 
common practice. If using AI, work with a veterinarian or artificial insemination technician 
to ensure successful breeding.
Bull Care: If you are using a bull for natural breeding, ensure it is healthy, well-fed, and 
has adequate space to live and interact with cows.

Calving:

Preparation: A cow's pregnancy lasts about nine months. As the calving date approaches, 
ensure the cow has a quiet, clean space to give birth.
Calf Care: After birth, ensure the calf receives colostrum (the first milk) within the first 
few hours to build its immune system. Calves need to be monitored for signs of illness, 
and they should start grazing within a few days.

6. Exercise and Mental Stimulation

Outdoor Time:

Cows need ample space to roam and graze. They enjoy walking and moving around freely, 
which helps keep them physically and mentally healthy. A secure pasture or grazing area 
is essential to provide them with freedom to roam.

Social Needs:

Herd Animals: Cows are social creatures and feel most comfortable when housed with 
other cows. It’s best to have at least two cows to prevent loneliness and stress.
Human Interaction: Cows can also form strong bonds with their human caretakers. 
Spending time with them, speaking to them, and offering positive reinforcement can 
enhance their well-being.

7. Seasonal Care

Winter Care:



Shelter: During cold months, cows need access to shelter from wind and snow. Ensure 
that the shelter is dry, draft-free, and provides plenty of bedding for warmth.
Water: In freezing temperatures, make sure the water supply does not freeze. Consider 
using heated waterers to ensure cows have access to fresh, unfrozen water.

Summer Care:

Shade: In hot weather, cows need access to shade to avoid overheating. Provide a shaded 
area or trees in the pasture where cows can cool off.
Fly Control: Use fly control methods (such as sprays, ear tags, or fans) to keep flies away, 
as they can cause irritation and health issues.

8. Common Health Issues and Symptoms

Bloat: Bloat is a dangerous condition in which a cow's stomach becomes distended with 
gas. Watch for signs like a distended belly or restlessness. If you suspect bloat, contact a 
vet immediately.
Lameness: Lameness can be caused by hoof issues, injury, or infections. If a cow is 
limping or favoring one leg, inspect the hooves and consult a vet if necessary.
Digestive Issues: Keep an eye out for signs of digestive problems, such as diarrhea or lack 
of appetite. Poor digestion can be caused by diet changes or infections.

Caring for cows is a rewarding yet demanding responsibility. With the right knowledge and 

resources, cows can thrive and provide valuable benefits such as milk, meat, and 

companionship. By providing proper housing, nutrition, veterinary care, and regular 

attention, you can ensure that your cows remain healthy, happy, and productive throughout 

their lives. Proper care will foster a strong bond between you and your herd while helping to 

maintain their well-being for many years to come.


